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doctors learned to diagnose the diseases of poverty and dirt; the richer
classes began to hear of the conditions under which the poor lived. As
a result a new current of opinion was formed, small at first, which
began to run counter to the generally accepted theory that the London
poor were brutal and depraved and that their distresses were due to
vice, or at the best, improvidence.
The first dispensary was founded in 1769 by Dr Armstrong in Red
Lion So^iare *for the Relief of the Infant Poor'.84 After improving the
lot of the poor-law children, the next step was to provide help for * the
infants of the industrious Poor*. At this time very little attention had
been paid to juvenile ailments. A report of this dispensary in 1794 says:
When children are ill it is but too common an opinion, however absurd,
especially among the lower class, that a physician cannot be of any use to
them from their not being able to describe their complaint. Thus every old '
woman thinks herself as competent to prescribe as a physician.
The best known of the dispensaries was the General Dispensary
founded in 1770 and usually, but incorrectly, said to be the first. Dr
Lettsom claimed in 1775 &&* ** had contributed not a little to the de-
crease in burials since 1770. He says that in the two great London
hospitals, St Bartholomew's and St Thomas's, about 600 patients, or
i in 13 of all admitted, died annually, while in the dispensary the deaths
were not i in 33. He also says that by the instructions of the physicians
many lives must have been saved in every part of London that would
otherwise have been sacrificed to ignorance and quackery. He writes:
In the space of a very few years I have observed a total revolution in the
conduct of the common people respecting their diseased friends. They have
learned that most diseases are mitigated by a free admission of air, by clean-
liness and by promoting instead of restraining the indulgence and care of the
sick. Such instruction was new to the poor, though important to their preser-
vation, and when we consider how kte they have acquired this information,
we must lament that so many centuries have elapsed before an institution like
the General Dispensary became the object of public attention.85
Dispensaries spread rapidly in London and from London to the
provinces.86 Many dispensaries undertook inoculation and, after 1798,
vaccination, while institutions for free vaccination multiplied. There